




Improving pronunciation is a concern for many learners of  English as a second or for-
eign language. Yet this can prove diffi cult, requiring intensive work on the part of  both 
the teacher and learner, often yielding inconclusive results. This article details the results 
of  research based on the design, delivery and evaluation of  a program for teaching pro-
nunciation to a single learner of  English. The roles of  identity and investment in the 
learning process will also be discussed. 
Learner Background
The research centered on a single student whom I was teaching privately. 
The learner was a 50-year Japanese male residing in Japan. His language 
level was upper-intermediate. In addition to private lessons, he also attended 
a well-known language school, and had done so for 5 years. He had access 
to spoken English though Internet radio news and other online programs, 
English classes and a conversation lounge at his language school and a 
private teacher. 
Learner Style
The learner by his own admission disliked repetition, was easily bored and 
distracted, was always looking for something new, and preferred  process to 
results. He was able to identify which areas of  his English (grammatically)
needed improving and actively tried to improve those areas. However, he 
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loved talking and found that self-monitoring detracted from his enjoyment 
of  conversational exchanges in English. Thus, he often abandoned accuracy 
for communication and fl uency. 
Social Context
Initially, the learner’s primary motivation for entering an English 
conversation school was to improve his reading and writing abilities in 
order to communicate effectively by email with people from all over the 
world on music, one of  his favorite topics. As his English improved, so 
did his relationship with the Internet, which became a source of  written 
communication with people through his web page. As a result of  his 
enrolment in a conversation school, he found that he enjoyed speaking 
English, and was spending up to three hours a day, fi ve days a week there, 
talking with both teachers and students on a range of  topics. This is 
quite a high exposure to English for a student in a non-target language 
environment. However, as it was his only exposure to spoken English, apart 
from Internet radio and movies, the range of  registers and contexts he was 
exposed to were limited to conversation with fellow students and teachers. 
Areas of Diffi culty for Japanese Learners of English
Japanese learners of  English experience diffi culty with a number of  
features of  spoken English, both segmental and suprasegmental. Signifi cant 
problems occur with /t/ and /d/; /ð/and /θ/; /l/ and /r; / h/ and /f/; 
/b/ and /v/. Additionally, Japanese uses a syllable structure of  ‘vowel 
and consonant’, or ‘vowel’. This results in learners inserting vowels 
into consonant clusters, e.g. teburu (table) and adding a vowel to a fi nal 
consonant, e.g. salada (salad) (Thompson 1987, pp. 214―215).
Stress, rhythm and intonation all prove problematic for Japanese 
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speakers, affecting both aural comprehension and production. When 
learning English, segmentals are emphasized over suprasegmentals with the 
latter perceived as insignifi cant (Asian Language Notes No. 2 1983, p. 35). This 
may be due in part to differences in conveying meaning. While in English, 
intonation is a signifi cant factor in conveying grammatical meaning (Halliday 
1985, p. 29), Japanese relies on vocabulary and grammar to do so (Thompson 
1987, p. 212). 
Analysis of Learner Speech 
The learner’s production of  segmentals was quite good. His /l/ 
and /r/ distinction was clear, as was his speech overall. If  anything, 
he overemphasized and elongated sounds. His primary problem areas 
were the schwa and reduced sounds, neither of  which affected his 
intelligibility. However, his lack of  awareness of  the latter reduced his 
aural comprehension signifi cantly. When analyzing his own speech, the 
learner identifi ed the insertion of  vowels into consonant clusters as his 
main weakness. I did not perceive this as a major problem, as it occurred 
intermittently and did not interfere with intelligibility. 
The learner gave equal stress to most syllables and in many instances 
overstressed the fi nal syllable. Consequently, the listener would receive too 
much information, and in the process, miss the focus of  his conversation. 
His intonation followed that of  Japanese, in which all questions have a rising 
intonation. When being polite, he used grammatical constructions which 
mirror those used in Japanese to convey meaning rather than intonation. 
These are usually asked in the negative and can be confusing to the native 
English speaker. 
Apart from a number of  memorized sentences and linked phrases, 
the learner did not use rhythm or linking in his speech. The cumulative 
effect of  his limited use of  stress and rhythm was to make his speech 
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sound somewhat monotonous and without color. Put simply, while he had 
interesting things to say, he did not hold his audience. Additionally, his lack 
of  awareness of  the effect of  suprasegmentals on speech affected his aural 
comprehension. 
The Program
My primary objective when designing the teaching program was to raise the 
learner’s awareness of  features of  speech deduced from the needs analysis, 
which could contribute to an improvement in his aural comprehension and 
add rhythm to his speech. Five areas were selected for teaching: the schwa, 
stressed and unstressed syllables; linking, with an emphasis on vowel + /w/ 
+ vowel, vowel + /j/ + vowel, and consonant + same consonant; rhythm 
with a focus on contractions, and intonation to mark pauses. 
These areas were chosen for two reasons. Firstly, without an 
understanding of  these features, in particular reduced sounds and unstressed 
words, the learner would have continued to fi nd aural comprehension 
diffi cult. Secondly, they are the foundation for understanding and improving 
rhythm in speech. The role of  intonation, as it is used in narration and news 
broadcasts, was introduced to improve the learner’s comprehension of  
Internet radio programs, one of  his specifi c needs.
The teaching program was conducted over a 4-week period and we 
met for a 2-hour lesson, once a week. The program, based primarily on 
the textbook In Tempo: An English Pronunciation Course (Zawadzki 1994), 
also included jazz chants, and songs and exercises from other sources. In 
addition to materials covered in the lessons, homework tasks were given. 
These included listening for the key features studied and marking them 
on written materials, breathing exercises which facilitate production of  
suprasegmentals, oral practice with a tape, dictation, and recording oral 
exercises for self- and teacherself-evaluation. Both scripted and authentic 
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speech samples were given for practice. 
Suggestions were given for additional self-study which included, 
checking pronunciation of  new words in the dictionary, noting schwa and 
stress, listening for intonation and stressed words on Internet radio and in 
movies, and practicing using stress, rhythm and schwa in frequently used 
words and sentences during conversation. 
Results
The focus on the schwa and word stress was of  most benefi t to the learner 
overall. Aural recognition of  the schwa was quite good in 2-syllable words. 
However, there was diffi culty with recognition of  the second schwa in 
multi-syllable words such as computer, communication, etc. and in stretches 
of  (scripted) speech.  In the scripted exercises, most unstressed words were 
recognized. However, diffi culty was experienced in recognizing contractions, 
and many stressed words. Oral reproduction, using tapes as a guideline, was 
quite good. The authentic listening exercises proved extremely diffi cult, 
particularly the dictation. However, the learner was able to understand why 
he had diffi culty with aural comprehension, and what he needed to be aware 
of  when listening. His motivation to undertake listening practice increased, 
as did his enjoyment of  that practice. 
The remaining three lessons on linking and rhythm revealed themselves 
to be less relevant to the learner. Linking was identifi ed in the dialogues 
without diffi culty. Oral reproduction, using tapes as a guideline was good. 
The exercises, in which he made recorded messages for an answering 
machine, showed good use of  linking, stress and rhythm. The learner did 
not feel challenged by this, as he felt he already used linking in his speech. 
The lessons in rhythm proved challenging. Both aural and oral exercises 
were found to be problematic. A key diffi culty with oral reproduction of  
rhythm was fi tting the unstressed words in between the stressed words in 
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time with the rhythm. Oral production in which he had to ask for items in a 
restaurant was fair. However, he tended to stress every second word. At the 
end of  the third lesson, there was a shift in the student’s perception of  his 
speech production. He now felt that he used the schwa and stress naturally, 
and had been doing so all along. He related this to his exposure to radio 
news broadcasts and movies over the past three years. 
Reproduction of  the jazz chants was very diffi cult, due to the inclusion 
of  contractions. While he contracted the sounds in form, he pronounced 
the contraction as though it were stressed, slowing down his speech. The 
exercises, in which he read along with the narrator, were quite good in their 
use of  rhythm. However, he tended to use a rising intonation at the end 
of  sentences. The songs were presented as gap-fi ll exercises, which were 
good practice for aural comprehension, but he questioned their relevance to 
improving rhythm in speech, as he did with jazz chants. For the most part, 
he had used song lyrics as a way to study grammar and vocabulary. While 
western music was one of  his passions, he had not realized there was a 
connection between the rhythm in music and the rhythm in English speech. 
Evaluation and Discussion
The design of  the teaching program was based on the learner’s needs 
analysis. In evaluating the learner at the end of  the program, it was found 
that the objective to raise his awareness of  features of  speech, the schwa, 
word stress, linking and rhythm, which could contribute to an improvement 
in his aural comprehension, and add rhythm to his speech, had been partially 
attained. The learner was able to understand why he had diffi culty with aural 
comprehension, and what he needed to be aware of  when listening. The 
two features which contributed most to this were the schwa and word stress. 
Potential improvements in oral production were less clear. With four lessons 
of  2 hours’ duration, it was not possible as Pennington (1994, p. 98) states, 
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‘to adjust both the perceptual targets and the motor programs for speech 
production to the values required for native-like speech performance’ when 
learners are in the process of  acquiring a L2 sound system. 
The content of  the lessons and homework relied primarily on 
Zawadzki’s (1994) In Tempo, an English Pronunciation Course. Zawadzki provides 
well-structured exercises and activities, which demonstrate the particular 
features clearly. The accompanying explanations are concise and easy for 
the intermediate learner to follow. Following an established text, albeit in 
shortened form, ensured key elements in the teaching of  each point were 
covered. The main disadvantage in utilizing this text was its use of  broad 
Australian English. While well suited to the Australian context, the learner’s 
exposure to Australian English is, and will continue to be, limited. Expatriate 
Australian English teachers (myself  included) alter their speech signifi cantly 
in the teaching environment to facilitate student comprehension. Therefore, 
the student was being introduced to a new variety of  English in addition to 
new concepts. 
As the lessons progressed, I realized that the teaching of  segmentals 
and suprasegmentals requires a structured program with a large amount of  
practice in the classroom, in addition to practice at home. As importantly, 
they need to be part of  an integrated teaching and learning program, which 
addresses the particular features in context, and has relevance to the learner. 
My program, while demonstrating the features adequately, used exercises 
situated in and relevant to the target language environment, rather than 
situations relevant to the learner’s environment, and to the learner himself. 
Consequently, he often abandoned accuracy for communication and fl uency. 
All of  these factors had an impact, not only on the design and delivery of  
the program, but also on the learner’s response to and performance in the 
program. Therefore the program needed to have a high degree of  fl exibility 
to capture and maintain the learner’s attention and interest. 
In designing the program, the learner’s dislike of  repetition, and, 
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in particular, decontextualized exercises such as minimal pairs, needed 
to be taken into account. Therefore, the exercises on the schwa were 
introductory only, with minimal single word practice before moving on to 
whole sentences, and listening passages. The focus here was primarily on 
recognition to improve aural comprehension. However, the learner was 
encouraged to use the schwa in all oral and written exercises to further 
consolidate his understanding of  its function in speech. 
Likewise, when designing the lesson on word stress, there was a general 
focus on whole words and sentences, rather than the identifi cation of  
syllables, and practice in individual syllable stress. While this gave the learner 
an understanding of  the nature of  stressed and unstressed words, it did not 
provide him with suffi cient practice in identifying and reproducing stressed 
and unstressed syllables. This in turn hindered his oral production, both in 
general, and in the later lessons in rhythm. 
The learner’s perception that he already used linking resulted in his lack 
of  interest in the lesson. Furthermore, while I understood the structural 
aspects of  linking, and could present the exercises, I was uncertain as to 
the effectiveness of  such exercises in changing the speech of  a long-term 
learner. This in turn affected my presentation. 
A contributing factor in the choice of  rhythm as a focus was the 
student’s interest in music. I had hoped to use music to make the exercises 
more interesting and relevant. However, what I had considered to be the 
cornerstone of  the lessons in rhythm ― songs, proved to be of  little value to 
the learner who questioned their relevance to improving his speech. 
The learner was diligent in his completion of  the homework tasks, but 
did not always practice daily, a requirement of  the program. This was due to 
a number of  factors: personal commitments, other aspects of  his language 
learning, in which he was focusing on accuracy, and editing of  the tapes I 
had given him for practice. His preoccupation with transferring the tapes 
to CD, and then editing out all external noises and improving the sound 
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quality, frequently distracted him from the task at hand, which was to do 
the exercises. Another factor was the learner’s embarrassment at being 
overheard by his family. Therefore, if  they were home he would not practice. 
In addition, as part of  his homework, the learner was asked to write 
down and practice frequently-used words and sentences, and then try to use 
them in conversation when the opportunity arose. However, his preference 
for ‘talking freely’ over self-monitoring meant that he rarely attempted to 
practice the features being learned in conversation. In contrast, he became a 
more active listener, both in conversation and with the Internet radio. 
During the program, the learner’s sense of  identity was challenged. 
A signifi cant part of  the homework was self-evaluation, in which he was 
given a list of  criteria against which to assess his aural comprehension and 
oral reproduction at the end of  each exercise. The purpose of  the self-
evaluation was to have the learner engage with not only the material, but 
with himself  as an active participant in the process, thereby activating his 
self-monitoring abilities. When fi rst asked to evaluate his speech, the learner 
expressed embarrassment at the way he sounded, and experienced a loss of  
confi dence in his speaking ability. 
Given the learner’s discomfort with hearing his own voice, self-
evaluation had the potential to be problematic, but did not prove to be so. 
Rather, the self-evaluation contributed to the realization that improvements 
in speech production could alter both the way he perceived himself  and 
the way others perceived him. Thus, as the lessons progressed, the learner 
began to reveal a preference for maintaining his speech as it was. This would 
appear to confi rm Dalton’s (1994, p. 9) view, which indicates that the older 
the learner, the more diffi culty is experienced in changing pronunciation. 
This is due to the link between speech and identity, whereby we defi ne 
ourselves not only by our words, but also by the way we say them. The 
learner, at 50 years old, had a developed sense of  identity and understanding 
of  how he wished to be perceived. 
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Another factor relevant to the learner’s learning process was a pattern 
of  behavior identifi ed by Pennington (1994, p. 105) as ‘I don’t want to 
change’ ― meaning ‘There is no good reason to change’, ‘I can communicate 
well enough as it is’. The learner conceded the importance of  the schwa, 
word stress and linking in improving his aural comprehension, but remained 
unconvinced as to their relevance to his own oral production, as he was able 
to communicate adequately without using them. This, to some extent was 
true. The learner’s only conversational contact was with native speakers in 
his language school. In the constructed conversation environment of  the 
language school, teachers’ ears are attuned to individual students’ speech. In 
addition, there is an understanding of  the way in which Japanese speakers 
of  English express themselves as a group, that is, both their translation of  
Japanese expressions into English, and their particular phraseology. Thus, 
the English teacher can predict the content of  the students’ utterances, even 
though they may be unintelligible to other (non-teaching) native speakers of  
English. 
Compared to many other students, the learner has a reasonably high 
level of  intelligibility, although incorrect use of  tenses and word choice 
can detract from this. However, when evaluating his speech I asked a 
newly arrived Australian friend for his appraisal of  the learner’s speech. 
While he could understand the learner, he found the monotone and lack 
of  rhythm in his speech very diffi cult to listen to for any length of  time. 
This was another contributing factor in the choice of  rhythm as an area of  
concentration. When we listen to another person speak, the quality of  their 
voice production contributes to our impression of  them as a person, and 
may be the difference between continuing an exchange, or exiting as soon as 
possible. 
At the conclusion of  the program, the learner’s fi nal evaluation was that 
it had been ‘interesting for knowledge’, meaning he had learned many new 
things about English, which had contributed to his motivation to continue 
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studying. In addition, he was ‘not sure’, meaning he was not sure of  its 
relevance to him, and indicated that improving his use of  suprasegmentals 
was neither as important, nor as relevant, as grammatical accuracy. He did 
concede their importance in aural comprehension. Another factor in the 
learner’s response to the use of  suprasegmentals may be related to what 
Peirce (1995, p. 15), refers to as the learner’s level of  ‘investment’. She 
suggests that learners ‘invest’ in a second language in order to increase 
access to a ‘wider range of  symbolic and material resources’, which then 
contribute to a learner’s social identity. ‘Social identity’ is not singular. It is 
composed of  multiple identities, which highlight the diverse, contradictory 
and dynamic nature of  learners, through their positioning in multiple social 
sites. Moreover, the learner’s social identity is not fi xed, but is constantly 
being redefi ned (1995, p. 15). 
McKay and Wong (1996, p. 20) further suggest that the level of  
investment may vary, depending on which of  the four skills, reading, 
writing, listening or speaking, contributes most signifi cantly to the learner’s 
social identity. In addition, they concluded that if  one, or a number, of  a 
learner’s multiple identities are enhanced in other areas, then ‘investment’ 
may plateau or decrease. In this instance, the learner’s investment is realized 
through his interaction with teachers, his correspondence with people 
from all over the world via email, his ability to read material in English and 
access to Internet radio. In each instance, he can communicate and receive 
information effectively. While he is aware that improvements could be made, 
and works actively towards doing so, his non-use of  suprasegmentals has no 
perceptible negative impact on the quality of  his oral communication, and is 
irrelevant in written communication. In the latter, listening to Internet radio, 
he experiences little diffi culty if  he chooses an accessible radio station, i.e. 
one that has fairly clear scripted speech. 
Two weeks after the program ended, the learner indicated that he had 
been listening to a particular Australian radio presenter on the Internet and 
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asked if  he were a good speaker to emulate. In addition, when the student 
was self-monitoring his speech, I observed him using rhythm by stressing 
every second or third word. Thus, it is possible the learner was attempting 
to adjust his perceptual framework in order to effect change in his speech. 
I remain uncertain as to how change is effected in the long-term learner. 
How does one change all pre-learned vocabulary to incorporate a schwa 
or appropriate word stress? Furthermore, the effectiveness of  any teaching 
program is not only constrained by the individual learner’s learning style, but 
also requires the active input of  the learner. As a result of  the project, both 
the learner and myself  have increased our knowledge of  English, and in the 
process have been made aware of  tools which could be utilized for change, 
according to our respective needs. In addition, several questions, which are 
diffi cult to answer, arose. Is giving structured practice suffi cient to adjust 
perceptual targets and motor programs? If  so, how does this process work? 
Moreover, how realistic is it to attempt to change the speech of  someone 
who has studied for a long period of  time? Do they need to relearn 
everything?
Furthermore, several ethical issues related to the learner’s identity, and 
changing the way English is spoken by non-native English speakers were 
highlighted. The former demonstrated the need for a more thorough needs 
analysis to determine how the learner perceives him or herself, and how 
much change is desired. While in the latter, accepting different varieties 
of  English as valid in themselves, rather than insisting on a standardized 
version, needs to be given strong consideration. 
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